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Abstract 
This study analyzes how floating migrant workers settle in the suburban area of Beijing and pay special attention to 
factors affecting their identity formati
reveals the institutional restriction on gaini , it attempts to show how migrant workers 
settle down and strive to construct the place identity through affiliation place and social networks. Specifically, it 
links the existence of place identities on the social context of migrant settlement with the varied factors that 
contribute to these identities. In other words, how migrants construct a sense of being at home through place 
independent of one another, for they function in an interrelated manner to preserve migra
future Beijing citizens. On the other hand, place identity grows with regard to the expansion and intensification of 
migrant networks in the receiving society; several of the migrants are not floating anymore and grow strong 
ds 
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1. Introduction 
Over the last two decades, a new demographic phenomenon in China has attracted increasing attention 
in academic journals, newspapers 
 In 2005, the Chinese 
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National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) estimated that 130 million people comprised the so-called floating
population in cities, whereas the potential rural workforce was close to 600 million. According to the
2000 Chinese Population Census, the five coastal provinces of Guangdong, Beijing, Shanghai, Zhejiang
and Jiangsu experienced substantial net immigration from other provinces in the late 1990s. Among them, 
Beijing had the second largest immigration in China between 1995 and 2000; roughly 199 million people
moved from other Chinese provinces to Beijing, which is a center of modernization and industrialization.
Additionally, nearly one out of three people in Beijing belongs to the floating population according to the
The last few years, there were a growing number of migration studies published by Chinese and
overseas authors [1-8]. Such internal rural labor migration issues, especially identity issues, have become
one of the most significant research and policy concerns in China in recent years. Further, qualitative
diverse meaning such an affiliation with place has to the individual. Tracing the symbolic and emotional
ties that bind people to place, researchers have shown that individuals routinely construct place identities-
interpretations of self that engender a sense of being at home [9-15]. By documenting the persistence of 
place identity, these scholars have also raised significant questions about the relation of place identity to
mobility. Previous scholarship indicates that place identity uses environmental meaning to display and
situate the self and that place identity is a product of both the qualities of places and the characteristics
and relations of people to places. These theoretical insights, however, have been generated by disparate
studies of place identity across a range of geographic loci, ranging from rooms and dwelling places to
communities and regions. As of yet, no systematic research has attempted to link the existence of place
identity on the social context of migrant settlement with the varied factors that contribute to these
identities. This study explores this new territory, analyzing how migrants construct a sense of home with
respect to social networks. Specifically, it focused on migrants to the suburban area of Beijing, analyzing
how floating migrant workers come to feel at home in their new locale. Moreover, migrants called
idered as their transitory identity in Beijing. Notably,
-term 
residence. However, their labor is desired, but their presence is not, and, with few exceptions, they are 
forbidden for permanent residency.
place identity is influenced by two factors: place affiliation and social networks. On the one hand,
dimensions of place affiliation include the dwelling related responses, such as the rented room and house
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where migrants live; the community related responses refer to attractive lifestyle and sense of community; 
the organizational related responses encompass participation in work and formal organizations. On the 
other hand, Social networks are composed of sets of family, kin and sometimes friends who are always 
present in migrations and through which information and other resources are channeled
that social networks function in stretching the zoning of place affiliation. 
2. Research Methods 
The research site is Sha Village, which is located in the northern suburban outskirts of the city of 
Beijing. Thirty years ago, it was a truly rural community. Now, it has been incorporated into the fast, 
urbanized greater Beijing metropolitan area and it functions as a place that provides cheap and familiar 
accommodation space for low-end migrant workers and their family members [16]. 
We spent a considerable amount of time in Sha Village from April to July 2008 using participant 
observation to document the everyday lives of the migrants. Additionally, we conducted semi-structured 
interviews with 45 carefully selected interviewees, 30 of whom were migrant tenants including 15 men 
and 15 women; the remaining 15 were native landlords consisted of 9 men and 6 women. Moreover, the 
quantitative data used in this study was gathered between January 2008 and February 2009 over an 
aggregate total of 10 months in Sha Village. A total of 322 survey questionnaires were dispatched and 
collected in Sha Village via face-to-face interviewing in Sha Village between September and December 
2008. The samples included 203 migrant tenants and 119 native landlords. 
3. zens 
3.1.  
resident permit given by the government as a kind of internal passport. Until recently, every person in 
China is registered in a household registration book, which defines the family as either an agricultural 
household or an urban resident household, with the latter entitled to subsidized housing, social insurance 
and medical care. 
3.2.  
years, large amounts of migrant workers have flocked to Beijing for a better life. They are designated 
are not entitled to subsidized public housing, public education beyond elementary school, public medical 
insurance and government welfare payments. Although there are several ways for getting a Beijing 
migrant workers, since most of them are low educated and have low incomes.  
wishful thinking for I have heard that even the college graduates are difficult to get it. I hold little hope 
and live a better life. I hope one day I could live a . For most of the migrant 
workers, there is some kind of conflict between the ambitions for long term residence and the institutional 
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settle down, strive to gain a better life 
 
4. The Formation of Place Identity in the Social Context of Sha Village 
In recent years, large amounts of migrant workers have flocked to Beijing for a better life. With low 
income and low job security, they cannot afford the high rents of the inner-city area. Thus, the suburban 
outskirts of Beijing became their first choice for a place to settle. The research site, Sha Village, is located 
in the suburban areas of Beijing; it has become one such place. For the floating population, Sha Village is 
an attractive location to settle thanks to several characteristics: excellent geographical location and 
convenient transportation, cheap rent, similar cultural heritage and a relative friendly host atmosphere. 
Migrants have their own logic when choosing a settlement place. As one of the interviewees Ma says: the 
for me to sustain a high 
rent. I grew up in the countryside, so I value the interpersonal relations among neighbors. I spend most of 
my leisure time here and I also care about whether I could get along well with persons around. This case 
illustrates that for the migrant workers, low rent is the first element they care about when choosing a 
settlement place. It should be noted that the social and cultural reasons for migrant settlement is also 
important. Migrant workers, especially those of rural background are inclined to choose the place with 
similar cultural heritage and a relative friendly host atmosphere. 
4.2. Constructing a Sense of Home: Place Affiliation in the Receiving Society 
4.2.1. Dimensions of Place Affiliation: Descriptive Analysis 
Place affili -
is wide-spread, rich in its attachment to multiple locales, and complex in special structure [17]. Moreover, 
in the process of place identity construction people are not just passive receptors, but (both at the 
individual and collective level) play active roles. People participate in social networks with diverse 
structures: family, local communities, institutions, etc. These social networks of parents, friends and 
colleagues are important agencies for identity construction [18]. This study also examines how place 
place, their social participation with friends and their special patterns of social activity. I attempt to 
measure the existence of a place identity using open-ended questions: Do you feel at home here; why do 
y they feel at home, I separate 
the place affiliation related with social networks into the following dimensions: (1) Dwelling-related 
response: the rented room and house; (2) Community-related response: Sha Village; (3) Organization-
related response: participation in work and formal organizations (see Fig. 2). 
Figure 2 shows the zoning of place affiliation stretched by social networks. In this case, I separate the 
space into room, house, Sha Village as the community and the Beijing city. Moreover, sets of family, kin 
and friends composed the social networks functioning in stretching the zoning of place affiliation. I 
 rented room to Beijing city. 
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Figure 2. The zoning of place affiliation stretched by social networks.
4.2.2. Dwelling Related Dimension: The Rented Room
Most of the migrant workers in Sha Village rent a room for living from the native landlord. This rented 
(1) Psychological feeling about the room
have selected quotes that capture the typical sentiments expressed by the interviewed migrants.
Lin: This room is my only private space in Beijing. I come back here every night except missing the
last bus. I would feel upset if I do not go home every day.
Wang: I think this is my home because I have lived here for a long time. I feel at ease sleeping here. I
totally different from staying in a hotel.
The interview contents above explain the comfortable feeling of living in the rented room. As we
know, migrants lack the sense of security due to their unstable jobs and low income. However, their
settlement as a fixed residence in the receiving society, in a sense, brings some sense of stability. I am
(2) Room investment
Room investments include buying consumer electronics, furniture; embellishing the rooms with rugs,
lamps and pictures; changing the indoor space, etc. I observe that the more migrant invests on the rented 
room, the living space affiliation increases. When migrants decide to invest heavily for their living space 
construction, they tend to make it as their permanent residence.
4.2.3. Dwelling Related Dimension: The House
(1) Special living pattern in Sha Village: migrants and native landlords live in the same house
Most of the migrants live in permanent and temporary housing rented from former local peasants,
individual citizens of Beijing. In Sha Village, most of the native landlords and their migrant tenants live
in the same house (see Fig. 3).
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Figure 3. A plan sketch of one co-habitation house in Sha Village 
This figure shows a typical co-habitation house in Sha Village: migrants and their native landlords live 
in the same house. They share one toilet and an outdoor sink. There are no any kitchens in this type of 
house, as a result, most of the migrants choose to do the cooking in the courtyard. This special living 
pattern implies the close daily interaction between migrants and native landlords who live in the same 
house.  
(2) Daily interaction in the rental house 
The daily interaction between migrants and native landlords is frequent as a result of the special living 
pattern in Sha Village.  
relationship among people living here. We chat about the news and the job while playing cards. Actually, 
I got my last job through the introduction of my neighbor Xu who is a labor contractor. He told me that he 
knew well about my personality since we often play cards together.  
Lin: people living in this house are quite friendly. I used to run out of the salt when I do the cooking. 
living here. My sister also moved here last week thro
asking my parents to live here with us. 
Most of the migrants and native landlords who live in the same house usually enjoy leisure time 
together, like playing mahjong, going shopping together, exchanging food, helping each other, visiting 
each other, etc. Moreover, relations such as neighbors, kinship and family ties play an important role in 
everyday life and people tend to mutually help and protect each other. They share information about jobs 
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According to the regulations, people who plan to stay in Beijing for more than one month should apply 
for a Temporary Residence Card (TRC). Most of the native landlords in Sha Village apply for TRC for 
their migrant tenants. The TRC is a temporary residence ID card for the migrants, which transforms their 
ID from floating population to legal temporary residents. Furthermore, frequent interaction with the 
native landlord is a good chance for migrants to make contact with Beijing people thus lessening the 
 
 
(4) Satisfactory degree of the renting house 
gave a good subjective evaluation about the rental houses. 36.0% of the interviewees express their strong 
1). 
Table 1 N=203  
 Frequency Valid percent Cumulative Percent 








































Note 1 Absolutely not 9 Extremely strong.  
 
4.2.3. Community Related Dimension: Sha Village 
Community related dimension refers to the attractive lifestyle, sense of Sha Village, consumer activity, 
family, kin and friend based on social networks in Sha Village. 
(1) Evaluation of Sha Village 
The following will discuss the attraction of Sha Village for migrants through examining their 
evaluation on this community (see Table 2), since a good impression about the community is the base for 
the construction of community affiliation. 
Table 2  
 Frequency  Valid percent 
Valid  Totally agree 
    Quite agree 
    No opinion either way 
    Quite disagree 














Table 2  Village. How migrants response 
Sha 
Village is a friendly community. Among the 203 samples, people 
account for 75.4% of all.  
(2) Consumption in Sha Village 
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The following examines the economic links between migrants and the local community through 
calculating the proportion of local consumption in Sha Village. Among 203 interviewees, the average
overall local consumption accounts for 69.5% of the total consumption. It suggests that the economic ties
familiar with Sha Village for I go shopping here almost every day. I buy vegetables at the free market and
I know alm
with this community. As more earnings are spent primarily in the receiving society, their relations with
this area gradually strengthen.
4.2.4. Organization related dimension: participation in work 
Most of the migrants work in the city centre areas of Beijing while living in Sha Village. They 
commute between urban and suburban areas of Beijing every day, which builds their relations with the
city of Beijing. Communication
understanding of the city life and accumulate some kind of social capital which could be utilized in the
future. Moreover, some of the migrants take part in some kinds of vocational skills training courses, such
as the computer skills training and other courses.
5. Family, Kin and Friends Networks in the Receiving Society
For the migrants who live in Sha Village, different living patterns lead to different ways of the
construction of social networks in the receiving society. Furthermore, different types of social networks
formed in the receiving society lead to varying degrees of place affiliation, and thus influence the
formation of place identity. There are two types of social networks built by migrants who settle in Sha
Village. One is the open type composed of the family, kin and networks of friends, while the other type is
the closed type confined to the family and kin networks (see Fig. 4).
Type 1: the open social networks Type 2: the closed social networks
Fig. 4 Different types of social networks formed in the receiving society
Type 1 shows the most popular type of social networks migrants build in Sha Village. Most of the
migrants have family members, kin and friends living in Sha Village, which functions as a channel for 
them to make more friends and thus help stretching place affiliation from the rented house to the
community and eventually to the Beijing city.
Lu: I get acquaintance with some neighbors after moving to this house. Through my neighbors, I get to
know many new friends who are their kin or friends and live in other house. We have good relations
though we are of different origins. We usually play cards or do sports together. Sometimes we share the
job messages. As the
Except for building family and kin relationships, migrants tend to enrich their social networks through
making new friends and strengthening their contacts with the receiving society, thus contributing to their 
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place affiliation in Beijing, which eventually influence their identity formation. It is to be noted that 
single migrants seem much more likely to develop the networks of friends outside the family and kin 
relations.  
Type 2 shows the kind of closed social networks that migrants build in Sha Village. In this type, strong 
linkages and ties with the home country are maintained based on family and kin ties. Specifically, several 
migrants choose to live with family members and kin in Sha Village. The most typical cases are the 
sublessors in Sha Village: as principal tenants, sublessors sign a wholesale contract with the landlord and 
then sublet the extra housing spaces to other migrant tenants. When subletting, they are inclined to choose 
migrant tenants who are their relatives or who come from the same geographical region, thereby creating 
a cohesive social space. As a result, it brings some sense of stability and more or less contributes to 
t with the local 
society, since migrants confine themselves in the family and kin networks. Furthermore, the convenience 
for staying in touch with family members in the hometown also weakens the identity formation in the 
receiving society. As a result of the time-space compression, internet and e-
within easy reach wherever one stays. Migrants carry their imagined communities with them to an even 
greater degree than before and actively use these new communication opportunities in constructing and 
maintaining their identities despite spatial dispersion. As for this closed type, migrants develop the sense 
expansion of their social networks to the Beijing city, thus greatly influence the development of their 
place identity. 
6. Conclusion 
Sha village is an attractive destination for lower-class migrant workers. It serves as an identity-
maintenance and identity-preservation site, where the customs and habits imported from traditional 
migrants are kept alive. It also provides boundaries that isolate these migrants from the larger society and 
provide them with a certain degree of autonomy. 
 The rented house is not merely a place where migrants live, it is also where they come together, 
socialize, interact, share feelings and memories, transmit values and transform identities. Several migrant 
workers live in Sha Village for some social and cultural reasons. Lin, a construction migrant worker, 
cultural and 
social positions they have in these neighborhoods. They enjoy shopping at Sha Village stores, eating at 
Beijing restaurants 
the neighborhood into this space
 
that sense of being at home in Beijing city. Place identity is most obvious in the community space where 
migrants live their daily lives. Furthermore, migrants gradually develop the place identity from the life 
migrants who confine themselves in the family and kin based social networks tend to be closely 
connected with their origins, which seems to be an obstacle to the creation of the place identity in the 
receiving society. On the contrary, migrants who are inclined to expand their networks of friends to the 
community or further to the Beijing city develop stronger space identity in the host society.  
Different elements of the socio-spatial environment and various social networks appear to be associated 
ntity formation. Migrants report several senses of their being at home in Beijing, 
constructing a sense of belonging through affiliations with a natural, social, and spatial environment. Over 
time, they bring family members to Beijing, make new friends, establish institutional connections and 
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obtain more stable, better jobs. As a result, less money is remitted home, and more is spent in the 
receiving society. As migrant networks expand and intensify in the receiving society, they gradually come 
to see themselves as residents of the host society. This experience in the receiving society is accompanied 
by: (1) an increase in the number and range of interpersonal ties based in Beijing, (2) more connections to 
Beijing institutions, (3) higher earnings and greater stability of employment, and (4) earnings are spent 
primarily in the receiving society rather than in the home community. These trends give rise to a steady, 
cumulative increase in the probability of Beijing settlement. 
As migrants accumulate experience in Beijing, social and economic ties are formed which 
progressively increase the likelihood of a Beijing settlement. If government policies permit, they are more 
likely to be permanent settlers. But it seems impossible for migrant workers to gain the Beiji
migrants are still struggling for their identity formation through the expansion and intensification of social 
networks in the receiving society, 
Moreover, as migrants develop different types of social networks in the receiving society, this transitory 
nds. One is to get closer 
to be noted that most of the migrants we interviewed belong to the former type. 
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